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Teachers and Textbooks

I

Some Reasons Why Teachers Are Easier to Understand ‘\

Than Textbooks
[ 4

Teachers often report that many of their students have difficulty
learning new information from textbeoks, bdt that these same stddents
seem quite able to understand and learn materfal presented oraliy in
class. in this paper, we will consider the questfon of why some chil-./
dren find textbooks to be so much'nnreﬁdifficult than teachers'
'presentatnons - _ B -

leferent views of reading lead to different answers. OCne very‘
coﬁmdn view is that readlng is basically equivalent to llstening'with
the additional step of decoding wiitten words to speech (Frie:, 1962).
Those who hold this view emnhaSize that the textbook might~contain
. - words the students eannet decode, and vocabulary and syntactic‘strdc7t~' S

_.tures that the studenti do not know. This vtew leads tb suggestione'

'that remediation focus on decodlng, vocabulary and syntax. ;An alternai
el N ':tive vuew is that both readlng and llstenung requnre the anterplay of a

~ .

vartety of complex processes and that, although there are many siml-'"' - v

.'_\-V .
. . . s . :
,- . - .

H : X!

i et o K

!arigne thﬂre may be lmpottant’differences between llstening and
‘read:ng in addctlon to those having to do wIth decoding, vocabulary vﬂ L

L  and syntax (see Kletman £ Schallert, 1978 and Publn 1977,for fur*her

- N 1

discusslon)., It is thlS latter view that we as cogn1t4ve psychologusts,

t

T favor. S . o T S




..as a’basis for preparing a claseroom presentatuon. The teachers, each' /

~speaking on one of four topics, were.tape-recorded as they engaged

‘Teachers and Textbooks

[

Sampling Written and Spoken Presentations

L

in order to lgent}fy di fferences between some of the aarr:.n;_lnd

-

- reading tasks children encounter in school, we have been stu:t:: the

ways in which information is presented by teachers and by authors of
children's texthooks. {in our initial study, to be described in this
paper;iwe wanted a small but fairly typical sample of the expository

texts childreh are expected to read, and we wanted tape-recordings and

.-

observations of teachers‘ presentations of‘cemparableahaterial to their

-

classes. To obtaln these samples, we began with four selectlons from

the SRA’ Readlng Laboratory that had’ been adapfed for muddle‘grade

-

readers from material orlglnally intended for adults. To ohtain-samples

'of feachers' preSentat;ons, we had ten teachers use the adult articles

i
/

their students in a lecture/discussion, complete with stpdent'huestions,'éé'

uresponSes and commengs. One of the authors (ps) observed all of the

presentarlons and took notes on aspects of the presentatlons that mlght

not be capturei in transcrnptlons of the tape recordtngs.

-

Thege,small samples are, of courge,-:nadequate'for drawing genera!‘

onciusions about’ the many types and levels of written’nateria]s,‘or

--about how most teachers present information on most tOpICS. HoweVer

Ko

they have proven adequate to |dPnt|fy some of the potentlal advantages

.
’

that teachers have over textbooks in helping children to understand and

oK remember.the material. In the next sectlon we wnl] present excerpts




: -__tatio,n:;: in our-study, R a
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from gne written passade and excerpts and analysis of cne teacher's
<
presentation. The dsfferences between teachers-and textbooks, exempli-
L4 4

fied by these excerpts, will then be d:scussed in terms. of four ad-

vantages that teachers have over textbooks. In the fsna) section, we

will discuss some implicatlons of these advantages for teachers and
for writers of chiidren's textbooks. . = | T ~

>

‘

Excerpts From a Texttook and a Teacher's Presentation

3 ) -

? The topic of the passage and presentat?on from whizh we will draw

-
Y

examples is sequoia trees. Both the, written pas age and the teacher's

.o

presentatlon dsscu55ed several attrlbutes od the’ trees, such as their

size and age and the history of efforts to serve them. For our ex-

: amp!es, we will focus solely on informatuon about the size of the tr

We haVe chosen these excerpts becao/e fhey provide clear examples of
the contrasts we will dlSCUSS.' The teacher ln our example may be
Partlcularly adept at presentlng Jnformatlon to her. class, but the .

» types of things she does are found to some extent in all ten presen-

N . -
.. -

. - w
. < .
! ' : . . ot

The SRA written.passage contains 63 sentences.} Ihose deallng

either dlrectfﬁrﬂr |nd|rectly wnth size are as follows’k

Seguola Natlona1 Park in Cai:fornla is the home of- the
- oldest and biggesf Isving thlngss They are. the famous 'big
f”trees," the giant sequouas.- , : ' Ry &

'iiY; AL firsta reports of these trees were thought to be tall
-tales.’ Imaélne trees thsrty feet thick at the bo't tom and '
“three hunﬂred feet high...ﬁ e > : " T L

et g e e A0
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4

fs the sequoia grows,” the lower branches drop of f.
Finatly the nearest branch«may'bc myre than a hundred feet
above the ground.... o - )
Sometgme‘s a fallen trc;: has"bccn hol lowed oi:t by fire.
Then it becomes a tunnel through which vlsltor; can walk.... ) /
N o~ Wi thout dpubt'the most famous tree in the park Is.the '/
General Sherhmgl,bll may be the biggest and oldest living : .
thing in the world.  This treelfs‘as,tall as a thnty- . /
seven-story skyscraper. |t contalns enough lumber to ) ;
s : bui4d a good slie&'village.' it would make @ box large enough
]Ar to hold the greatest ocean liner ever buflt;ﬂ'And at least ' R
¢ . forty frelght cars would bc'needea\to haul awny Just its
‘ trunk. ... ‘ - S\ T ' t
. - Thousangds of the¢ big trees were cut dbown apd cut up.
0ften they were blasted with dynamite into plecgs small

enough to handle. . -

" The teacher s presentatlon ijfered from this written presentatlon In
. . - .

=7 . several interesting ways. swe.ngl discuss some O wha& shé/;;ld about the
N \
.size of the sequolas. Het presentatlon began with: A

, ’ ' .- Igachét: Today we are gonng to learn about sonething that s .

' the oldest and the blggest 11ving thing-that we. know ' ' ',
éf:\'The oldest and the biggest. Now think jdst a

o L . mipute before‘you'get'yodr hand up. The oldest and

? ..f _ | the blgge;t. What dofjou think Ft'is -~ Jeff? : “ /

'§tudent: . Dinosaur. S ' - B ¢

- . Py

§ : “Why Is dirosaur not a good answer? ' :
e :_, Not Tiving. ' ' I L

\
wn -

This type of lnterchange continues with students' suggestlng elephant,.., .‘4f "“;;

“ﬁ;le, shark and the earth,’ unttl . o . -

l
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Trees. Trees are living.

5 T: ALl right. Sayl&t again. Listen agaln. Heidf's got
© the answer over here. Say it agaln.

$;  Sequoia tree ‘ ‘

T chuolg trees. How many of you'vé'cVer hesard of a

\ _ , sequola tree? , , o \

. e With thlﬁfbrlcf introduction to the lesson, the teacher has done

several‘things which may help her students understand and learn the (u
\ | f t Y o . , , .

| . materizl. First, she began by finding out aﬁbUt the children's prior- =~ K

. / . . '
| knowledge. This provided/an opportunity to cArrect-thelr initial res-
"ponses, and, In so doing, to make clear the chQracterlstlcs that are

v . : / - L

central to the discussion. Morgovor, lt enableﬂ her to remind the chil-
dren of lnformatlon they lready kn;w, and to c?ntrast the new lnformatlon

~wlth that already knowne In additlon, she lmmedlately got the attention
of thg sfudéntS'andfmotiVated them to particlpat%_actlvely in learning
péw Informationf When one student gaQe the %pkféft hnswe},‘notevhoy

‘the teacher directed the class' attention tq that\child, had the child
repeat It, and then repeated the answer herself. \|The teacher'ghen went - e st

< - on to fln&“out more about the students' prior know éagé‘bi a;klng how -

7 many- haVe heard of sequoia trees. -, /o Vo

X .
- Y :

The teacher a)so had tdeas about what 'she could and could nol assume .

e

-the ch! ldren already knew. For ex;mple. before descrrblng exactly how big r
tha treés actually are, she asked class. ‘J ‘ _ .

T: ~ When we're talklng about blg. we' re talking about : "_ : f'

V¥ helght, and what. else? Not just helght, but what " - -

Y A :',":*elsk? pavid? = T

S e s Widek
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T:. All right. Width. What else, maybe? When we think
about something being big, it's taif, and it's wide, . -
- © and it's what =lse? ’ ’
Heavy.

T: Heavy. O0.K. So, we're talking about its mass or 1ts

volume. ‘ #r———”'“”“‘\\\\\

ﬂ{jt, the qeécher made. use of her knowledge of what the students knew 10

v

relate new fnfbrﬁation to things already familiar to them:

- ' __— T Some of .them grow 300 feer tall. They might'groh 3
- . ~ hundred and eight fcet around.... The thickness of
- the trunk might be thirty . feet. How let's go badk o

How tall is 300 feet? Well, 1| called the fForum 30
[the tailest local buiiding] snd it's taller than
_ 300 feet, so | codidn't ‘use that as an ‘example, but
-  ’ i€ we were 'to take the hallway out hpae. and stand
. o it stranght.on_cné. it wouldn't be tall enough. 'm
‘ talking about from that door way down, you ‘know how
'  far. it is dan there. ?lt‘s a 1ong"way. cIt's not -~
talil enough. Now some of them get that/tall;‘bgt
some of gheﬁ'get'eéeﬁ tailer. Three hundred feet '
‘I's the length of this sidewalk out hére, from where
you gkt on 1t at the rgcad, over ‘here to the raﬁb.
o That' s 300 feet. lmaglne that sideyalk standing , o
'stratghx up this way. 0.X.7 Thagjt"300'?éet.... . ': . f'.(a\
[She céntlnues to discuss ‘the other dimens!ons in - :
L ' similar\ways ] S - .-.'".f f ”’ - f.,. = 2
4 . ' “

ST Hare, because of her knowhpdge of v what the’ children alreadv knew, the R

,{ . RS

i

teacher could use specifi examples ‘with whtch the ch!ldrenbwere wery
T \ I
famlltar. lt ls intereﬂtlvg to note that all ;hree teachers In oqr stud/r

?
5 )
i
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. S P A ’ % e 7
/wﬁo sboke about sequuia trees mentioned'the forum 30 bu?i&ing'when dii-

cugsing their height. In our samples, examples from the children’s

.

“everyday experience are quite'common. This personalizes the presenta-
tion In a way that would be d(\f;cult for the textbook wriler The

examples of the Forum 36 bu:tdnng and the ‘sidewalk 0utside the school

-

are clearly much more concretc a*d familiar to the ch;ldrcn than .the

examp!es used in the wr;ttenitext

The ch!ldren al$o took advannage of the fact that they can interact
with. the teachor H¢ have ;ome instances of childrgn ‘asking speciflc
qucstions, such as a child who in;errupged'the xeadher's‘digtussipﬁ of

the General Sherman Tree as the world's larcest: e ..

s

What abcutfthe redwood trees? PR
The redwood trees, Je?f. are . tél1er. . Some of

them are taller, but they' ndrnot as btq around.

.

There ara not as many examples of children. asklng spec!f!c informatnon- -

s,

reievant questions as one m{ght expect. However” teachers of:en seemcd

1

to be.responding to noﬁVerb&l'cue; frcm the chlldren, suchlas puzzled,~ :_-—{J

- . . - -

" Tooks or dazes directed out the winddw. This feedback and the teachers'

,_..._.__,_—-.._ .

,knowiedge of their students enabled them” to’ avoid spendlng a Iot of time

on thlngs the chtldren already khew. ";T ;‘f;.—;* ;d—qf;?hwr_"

‘ ._- : One other way in whlch the presentations of the teachers dlffcred

.///from the writtcn text is that the teachers empha;lzed’certain polnts by

v stating them repeatedly.v For exampre, in. the above excerpt th""; teachert

repeated ;he lnformatlon about the helght of the sequolas manyfiimes' -

and ln several d!fferent ways.; ln addlcidn. most of the teachers’ln ouf“'

. ~r .
."3’ . . ,»‘»"; .

ERI!

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:



. T . L ..+ Teachers and Textbooks ST

. | . . 8

'gamplevreylewed informatlion with,their students. After the description

of the size of the treei; the teacher in our example discussed other
things about them such as rheir age and resistance 20 7ire. She then
RN o :

began a complete review of her presentation, ehecklfg the students'
acquired}knowljfge: | ’ '

G’K ‘Let! go back and ta’k about what welve ==
¥ hope you know some zhings about seguo:a trees.

. o HW“" T

now that you didn't know when' | started" Let's

start out wizn ... What do you know about the C
slze? R

C - 5: fehs supposed to be about 300 feet. . A
S T: ALl right. It may grow -- of course they' re not
all joo feet -~ but they may grow to be 300 feet

o tatl. 1 What olse da you know about Its size? R Lo
| . | ST -
ln th!s manner. the st important polnts were Checked .and Lf the chiidren T
._ dud not seem sure ‘of them. they vere restated by the teacher.'ﬁ
" Four Advantages.of Teachers OVer Textbookr - S ‘”3””
i m;;méff Our study of teachers and textbooks has led us to Iqentlfy four.fﬂl 'ff', B

' general advantages bhat reachers have over textbooks in‘gettfng chiidren _

i

;,_to understand and remember the materlal precented ﬁe call these tailor-:'

_gg tne"messqg‘-ae&%va&iqg:pnlor_knowiedgh. focuslng attentlon, and 'ﬂ' o L

;:”fmonltorlngﬁcomprehension. These four are Interrelated and teachers often :‘j
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-

g « - . \
e ' : . .- . - ~ Co. £

presentatlons because they know a great deal about what their 5tudents
already do and do not know, and because they can lnteract wlth the chll-: "
dreo/~~ ask them questlons. recelve questlons from them, note puzzled

looks,'etc; Hessage tailoring can also occur in the vocabulary and -

~sentence syntax used: Teachers may use- sTﬁﬁTEF’GBFHE—EFE—sentences oo ~_
than those found ln the text. Slnce we have not yet analyzed our samples IR
..“ for vocabulary and sentence syntax, we wnll focus only on the content of

what was sald’ not the exact words or syntax used._

’ N,

. \ :
) 1n the above example we saw how the teacher checked the students

prior knowledge (e g., yhether they already knew what is- the blggest
' . - | '
: and oldest Ilvlng\thnng) and- then used thls lnformatlon to tailor her

o

°:f;nff' message. Clearly the textbook wrlter who must wrate for ‘many unknown oo

o

o chl‘dren cannot tallor the message as appnbprlately.‘ Hessage tanlorrng .
J . :
ls also seen ins the teacher-p use of the ZIZe of the tallest local »

bulldlng and of the sidewalk outslde the school to clarlfy how blg the ';.i”ultf
/o 4 : Tl
- ~trees actually are\ Hessage tallorlng‘Plso occurs as a resu!t of chll-

’

dren S°questlons, responses to the tea'her s.questlons, and nonverbal '=;‘t"

!

slgns of understandlng or puzzlementv Obvlously. these lnteractlons ~,»' L

el o

' cahnot occur betwee the.writer and. reader._ As Socrates states ln thef”ﬁia

: i ——

-a\. Sy H

were lntelllgent, but Pf you ask 1hem anythlng about what they say .

--~__,,
-....-—.

jPAc~;vatlng prlor knowledgs7refers to’teachers' remlndlng students N

:»._-
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. o P P .

ﬁ%5;¥mvﬁwand helplng them see how ‘new |nformatcon ls related to knowledge they

- .
Talready have. Somet:mes teachers do this. expllcitlyy as'when tba

——— el

teacher. asks questions l:ke‘ 'Did we, le:rn somethnvg last week that i ey

[

' .lS related to this?" At other. tumes the dcrectlon ls more subtle, as . . vf?-';‘ﬁ;ﬁ

B \ .
1l1n the example given above where the teiEﬁéT‘started by gc ting tﬁe

- students to say what they rhought mlght be the oldest ahd largest xv;
] . -
: allvlng thlng. Thls enabled her to‘ contrast sequoia trees with other'

ﬂ';;*, 'things the chlldrnn already knew about, and thls may have helped them
relate the new lnformatton to the~known.. Slmllarly, when she mentloned

i the helght of - the Forum 30 buulding, the length of the sldewalk and

d ' - -

the width of the: classroom she was glv:ng the material more concrete

AR A
Py R .
4 s

neaning for the students.'f¥"’,;“J i iﬁf"’j .f = ,f’.**“*lgﬁ L

- Y \‘ ) . R el
— - PR

,,,,,,

'teachers try to lnfluence the intens:ve aspect of sxudents' attentlon.

AN . . : . g .

: rThey increase the amount ‘of interest, and motlvatlon of thelr sfudents R

- / -

by asklng dlrect questlons, rennforclng correct responses, ellcltlng

v, ; -t

I;T'i7, f guesses where~approprlate, and encouraging comments. ln addltion1 tﬁey

RN )

»1,monltor the children.s attentlon and try to keep |t focused on the

materlal presented\ Secondly, reachers dlreb{\chlldren “9 pay atten»
; .

ﬁ?fhibg tlon to partlcular\parts of the messege, hus lnfluenclng the select&ve

v oS

-

/aspect of attentlon4 The teacher ln\ou example dlrected the students}

.'» - -‘/_v'

ERI

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:




: Sumary and' i_mﬁl!catlans

Some'of the dn%?erences bemaen Iearnlng from teachets d Iearn!ng»

\

.from textbooks are that teachers can tallor athe presentattons to the N

students' background and ‘!evel of um!erstanding, provlde. external

*ﬂ,\

of ralev/a,nr knowl ‘w’e they a!ready possess._. He do not k

]’o beoome_ sucgessful e;) Iearnlng hy l\eadlng, chlldren must learn T

) \

understand mterlal tha is nof as‘ well xadapted to them as teachers‘w*'

:fomtl'on wfth relevant prlor knowlt‘ﬂge. Flmlly. they must:

. l




rms o understand-lng how oral and wrltJen ‘presen'tetlbns can

rk remalns to be done. The scop’e ol’ the study we: hav

\-

cues' as t,o what they cons!der most lmportant. Quest‘ions appearlng at

; ,crltlcal Junctures m the text may help the readers evaluate thelr S I
-.-'.*1.:.»{ N o
A comprehelm’lon.- R tr\ylng to acnvate rea'aers prlcr knowledge, authdrs . P

= can choc.ise éxamples whlch are llkely to be famlllar to mst readers or"

>

;else‘ provlde more than one example so that lf a reader does not under‘-'

Y

* stand one, a, secogo or thlrd ls aval\lable. For certaln crltlcal and

i P e

dlfflcuft concepts, authors mlght c.onslder wrltlng explanations ln .

entl‘relg q;_fferent ways. lndlcatlnq clearly~ the nature of the repetl- ~.‘_ o

\ ’tlon, ‘and lncludlng all explanations in the flnal tprr.nluc:t:. Thé degree' .

}u--_" - 75 . ) e

of mesiage tallorlng could be further lncregbsed lf materlals wene

_.'; testec\ wl th a sample of rea/ders f‘rom”tli‘é“t‘a‘i‘aet populat:l'on beforc

L.

they were published. Thusf. unfamlllar' examples and parts of the teits.

u_«

/ :hat assume bacxground kmwledge that many stud nts lack coul¢ be __"_.:"-'1 -




o

-

L )

, -'r theh'r classrqom presentatlonsend thelr read!ng comprehension Instructton.

e T . B : [y

For example, mg kmw from our sample that some teachers are better than o _
: others In taklng edvantage of’opportunlttes to focus students attentnon. s
_’éo. *. bty

taﬂo“r the message appropr&ately.jarttvate prtor knowl edge and check

R

W#—whether’—smden‘ts are comprehend‘ing the mater‘aV \Jhen lt comes to

\ readtng lnsqk'uction, our analysrs leads to speciflc queStIO"s t'ﬂ"a‘:he"s

{ ‘_ can ask about students who understgnd mterial better when :t is pre~~_t.' s T

, sented orally than when they read it.» Such questlons !nclude.A Do the

P

< -

i L

-

S Do they try ‘to relate the new mfornatlon to what they a)ready know? Do _

- A
o~ Kl o . .

they monitor their own comerehens:on? Answers to such questlons may e

. '.7:'

-~

heip in dlrect!ng remedlatlon efforts to specific problerns
. AT I L :
I - = A firal comment lest we be mis‘nterpreted' ' \vle dq not advocate

- Y

P rewritlng all textbooks so that they wl‘]l be more like oral Ianguage * : K3
Il and therefore easler to comprehend. .An importent aspect- of learnlng - 2
| to read ls a quirtng the abllity to dea] with the fu!l rangé of wrutten

) Ianguage and not just wlth "watered down" Versions. However, e, be-

: Ileve that teachers who are sens1tlve to the potentlal d!ff‘lculttes

s‘ ~

o lﬁarnlng by readlng may be more su..ckssful I'n ef'fecting reﬁdlng *~ . o

cfjmnrehenslon ln thelr students. ok %‘ {"“‘Nw-&f S
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